The Beja Tribes of the Red Sea Hinterland
Although there is no record of any paramount monarch,
a Beja king called Mekshi who lived on the Atbara in
640 seems to have had a wide influence. The Amarar
history tells us that he took an army with elephants
and horses to stem the Moslem advance but was defeated
in Dongola and killed. Mekshi's son preferred to treat
with the Arabs and become a Moslem.
The Egyptian pilgrimage to Mecca were unable to
embark at Suez owing to fear of the Crusaders at Akaba,
so they marched overland to Aidhab and sailed thence
to Jedda. So Aidhab sprang into fame and figures
prominently on medieval maps. The Beja resisted en-
slavement by the Arabs and insisted on a share in the
administration of Aidhab and its profits, and thus the
town was subject to a curious condominium of an Egyptian
Governor and a Beja Chief. Friction of course was fre-
quent, and the Beja camelmen robbed and cheated the
pilgrims.
In 1182 Renaud de Chatillon, Crusader and buccaneer,
overlord of Transjordan, suddenly appeared in the harbour
of Aidhab with a small fleet and 300 Franks, and sacked
the town and massacred a pilgrim caravan inland. About
this same time Chinese junks came to Aidhab to exchange
porcelain for Beja products—especially, perhaps, the
edible sea-slug (Beche de mer), which is still exported
from Port Sudan to Chifu, and possibly the pearls of
Dongonab, which we know were fished for in 1250. Much
celadon has been found at Aidhab of the Sung dynasty
(960-1274). It is interesting to speculate what the
Chinese and Fuzzies thought of each other, but they
clearly made friends. The Chinese were no strangers to
the Red Sea and had long obtained dates, cotton and sugar
from the Arabs whom they called " Ta-shi." We do not
know what they called the Beja.
150

